Linking traditional treatments of maternal anaemia to iron supplement use: an ethnographic case study from Pemba Island, Zanzibar.
Iron deficiency anaemia is the most common form of malnutrition in the world. Pregnant women are particularly at risk for anaemia. Insufficient attention has been paid to the reasons underlying the only moderate success of iron supplementation. In this article an additional factor that can affect the use of iron supplements is proposed: their relevance to 'traditional' or nonbiomedical treatments of anaemia. This paper represents what is to our knowledge the first ethnographic description of nonbiomedical treatments for maternal anaemia. The research was conducted over several months on Pemba, one of the islands of the Zanzibar archipelago. Data were collected using a variety of qualitative methods, including in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and participant observation. Informants included 25 mothers and 27 traditional and biomedical health care workers. The resulting ethnography elucidates Pembans' beliefs about the relationship of food, traditional medicine, spirits and biomedical medicine in relation to anaemia. In the analysis of the ethnography, both anthropology and public health perspectives are incorporated to suggest how the understanding of these beliefs is useful for increasing iron supplement use.